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Introduction
Conversations on Belonging: Women
of Indian Heritage Speak
Michele Lobo & Sumita Ghosh
In this Special Section we highlight existing and emerging scholarship on Belonging in
countries with white majority cultures. We argue that ‘belonging’ is a familiar and well
researched concept that continues to be relevant today because it is central to the joy and
vitality of life that enables us to inhabit multiple worlds. Drawing on intellectual and
personal journeys in USA, Canada and Australia, the contributors of ‘Indian’ heritage
raise questions that urge us to unsettle hierarchies of belonging in western societies. They
build on interdisciplinary theoretical and empirical insights by thinking about the
potentialities of bodies for interdependence in a place we call home.
Keywords: Belonging; Ethnicity; Whiteness; Intersectionality
I know not if I shall come back home.
I know not whom I shall chance to meet
(Rabindranath Tagore, Gitanjali, Song Offerings, 1912:48)
In this verse, Rabindranath Tagore, Indian poet and winner of the Nobel Prize for
Literature (1913), expresses the thoughts and feelings of a woman who walks daily at
dusk with an earthen pitcher to collect water from the river. These lines originally
written in Bengali and translated into English by the poet a long time ago, though
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simple, are very moving because they capture the embodied feelings of uncertainty
and risk we experience when we leave the comfort and familiarity of home. But
Tagore also suggests that leaving the security of home opens our bodies to the joy and
surprise of unexpected encounters. Here home is both a material and a symbolic
place of belonging that protects us from difference that is unsettling and confronting
but also invites us to reach out to others. In a mobile world where we often inhabit
multiple homes as a result of voluntary or forced, temporary or permanent
migration, home is both ‘here’ and ‘there’ (Blunt 2007; Nagel and Staheli 2008).
Such thoughts of home, a place nearby or far away inspire us as editors to revisit the
theme of Belonging, a broader concept widely used within the social sciences and
humanities. Our contention is that such a concept can be strengthened through
insights from ‘Indian’ women of diverse cultural backgrounds in countries with white
majority cultures where we often find ourselves ‘outside belonging’ (Probyn 1996: 14)
in everyday spaces. Such experiences of belonging have no doubt influenced our
research agendas even though we live in different countries. In this Special Section
however, rather than focus only on their own sense of belonging, the contributors
make their ‘skin stretch’ (Probyn 1996: 6) beyond their individual needs and wants as
they move in different directions together with others on their intellectual and
personal journeys. Perhaps, this disposition and the desire to think differently and
create something new provides the potential for a joyous state of being because the
goal is to keep our eyes ‘open to what is outside’ (Zournazi and Lingis 2002: 25)
ourselves despite the daily risks of exclusion and misrecognition.
Within the contemporary literature belonging is understood in terms of formal
and informal membership in society (Probyn 1996; Yuval-Davis 2006; Nagel and
Staheli 2008; Valentine et al. 2009). Belonging is transnational, national and local,
cosmopolitan or ethnocultural as well as felt, embodied, lived and performed (Hage
1998; Wise 2005; Fenster and Vizel 2006; Moreton-Robinson 2007; Bhimjji 2008;
Gorman-Murray et al. 2008). These diverse ways that belonging is explored make it a
familiar concept that is well-researched and perhaps less relevant in a mobile and
interdependent world of multiple connections. Here in the introduction to this
Special Section, however, we argue that belonging is a political, contested and ethical
concept that is still relevant today because it is central to the joy of life that we
experience through copresence and intercultural encounter in local places (Wise
2005; Haraway 2008; Lobo 2010; Amin 2012). Through such entangled encounters,
we learn to live with strangers despite the risk, uncertainty and unequal power
relations that are legitimised by institutional practices that privilege dominant white
majority cultures.
We  Michele, an Australian woman of Indian heritage in Melbourne and Sumita,
an Indian woman in Kolkata  acknowledge that institutional practices that privilege
dominant social and cultural norms can regulate and impede local and national
belonging. Such a focus on the politics of belonging demonstrates how power is
exercised in orienting bodies and determining which bodies are in place and ‘out of
place’ in white settler societies (Hage 1998; Cresswell 2004; Ahmed 2007). Rather
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than confine discussion to the marginalisation and victimisation of non-white bodies
such as ethnic minorities and Indigenous people, however, the contributors show that
assimilation into a dominant culture provides recognition but does not always
provide the joy of belonging. Such joy is produced through ethical encounters that
welcome and value interdependence rather than judge or condemn difference (Lobo
2010). It involves active listening or noticing more, asking new and different
questions and theorising and describing in ways that value the vitality of a shared life
(Back 2007).
So our aim in this section is to refresh the conversation through ethnographic
research that involves listening and inhabiting spaces of ethnicised and racialised
bodies for whom belonging is never given, but must be claimed and contested daily 
Latinos and Indians in the US, Anglo-Indians in Canada and Aboriginals and asylum
seekers in Australia. Such listening is supported by analysis of relevant secondary data
that provides the frame for understanding the constitution and negotiation of
belonging in different socio-spatial contexts. In the next section, we introduce the
papers that extend contemporary explorations of belonging using a thematic
approach.
Hierarchies of Belonging and Intersectionality
Ethnic/racial identities, co-ethnic local/transnational connections and ethnocultural
sentiments that evoke memories of an ancestral place of origin can be empowering in
resisting dominant cultural norms, gaining recognition and providing a strong sense
of belonging (Dunn 1998; Fortier 2000; Wu et al. 2011). The risk, however, is the
reification of race and ethnicity and the emergence of hierarchical relationships of
social belonging within nationstates (Hage 1998; Povinelli 2011). Povinelli (2011)
has explored such hierarchies of belonging through a focus on the tense of
nationalism in settler societies like Australia that disenfranchise native indigenes
who are placed in the past and foreigners (visible minorities) who are placed in the
future; only settler citizens (non-native natives and non-foreign foreigners) are
located in the present. The outcome is that belonging is about a particular way of
being rather than a combination of being and becoming. Power is exercised through
the coding of bodies and value judgements that make ethnic/racial minorities feel
‘boxed in’ with no room to move.
The concept of intersectionality has been crucial to rethinking social identities as
complex, fluid as well as socially and spatially contingent (Yuval-Davis 2007;
Valentine 2008; Purkayastha 2012). It considers multiple axes of power that create
difference such as race, ethnicity, gender, class, caste, faith, sexuality, generation, for
example. However, because these axes of power operate at multiple levels of
individual and group experience, it can also result in differential inclusion or intra-
ethnic or intra-racial othering: consequently, belonging is multiple and fractured.
The theme of simultaneous inter- and intra-ethnic othering is well illustrated in the
article by Shweta Majumdar Adur and Bandana Purkayastha who explore Indian-
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American Dalits, ‘Queers’ and Guest Workers in the USA. Their paper shows that
learning to negotiate difference can be particularly challenging for visible ethnic
minorities and transnational migrants because of prejudice within ethnic groups and
structural impediments enforced by mainstream cultures that together shape their
experiences.
Contesting Hierarchies of Belonging Through Spatial Practices
The visible minorities highlighted in this Special Section are non-white bodies who do
not always conform to dominant social and cultural norms but contest hierarchies of
belonging through spatial strategies and performative acts of resistance individually
and collectively. Today, migrants, in particular, are translocal subjects who inhabit
multiple homes near and far through connections that disrupt ‘Russian doll’ nested
hierarchies or parochial ideas of place (Blunt 2003; Massey 2005; Bhimji 2008; Tolia-
Kelly 2008). Such a focus on a dynamic understanding of place that is constituted
through broader social relations is central to understanding belonging as emotional
attachments that are fragile, full of contradictions and feelings of Otherness (Mee and
Wright 2009; Valentine et al. 2009; Wood and Waite 2011). The multiscaled nature of
belonging and negotiation in different national contexts of ‘home’ and ‘host’ country
creates a productive tension between attachment and movement that is particularly
complex for youth, second-generation migrants, asylum seekers, refugees and
temporary workers (Valentine et al. 2009).
Jayani Bonnerjee explores the fragility of belonging through a focus on Anglo-
Indians, an invisible South Asian minority in Canada. She uses the city as an entry
point to explore how nostalgia for a cosmopolitan Calcutta that is part of collective
memory provides a sense of belonging that is celebrated at the Seventh International
Anglo-Indian Reunion held in multicultural Toronto. Such rituals of asserting and
celebrating difference are performed by ‘ethnic’ bodies to claim public spaces of the
city. Elizabeth Chacko’s article draws attention to the La Fiesta festival in Washington,
DC, to show how Hispanic immigrants affirm a sense of belonging to the city and
nation by occupying and claiming their rights in ‘ethnic’ as well as mainstream public
spaces. Their performative strategies that reflect strong emotional attachments to a
pan-ethnic Hispanic identity also make visible the positive contributions of
Americans with hybrid identities. Hage (2008) argues that pride in our roots or
heritage is important in providing a sense of belonging because roots stay with us as
we move. Such performative practices staged in everyday spaces of the city anchor
migrants in a mobile, super-diverse and uncertain post 9/11 world and contribute to
momentary feelings of comfort and safety. The embodied nature of these events in
public spaces of the city has the potential to promote moments of interdependence
and unsettle cultural anxieties that are a result of immigration that fracture and shift
the ground that once seemed stable for white settlers (Wise 2010). Belonging is
affective, and bodily encounters across difference also provide the possibilities for
becoming otherwise.
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Belonging and Affective Forces: Encountering a More-Than-Human World
Belonging otherwise is about becoming when there is a change in the capacity of bodies
to affect and be affected; difference facilitates interdependence rather than just
uneasiness and threat. Although such a change in capacity that enhances sociality may
be a result of human intentionality, affect that animates bodies is more often an
outcome of pre-personal and pre-reflective multisensory encounters (Massumi 2002;
Anderson 2006). Such encounters are central to emerging research on geographies of
difference and ethical engagement that value the material and sensory nature of a
human but also a more-than-human world (McCormack 2008; Swanton 2010; Amin
2012). Contemporary research shows that such inhabitation that unsettles dualisms
of mind/body, self/other, majority/minority and human/non-human is central to
sustaining diverse and living cities and belonging to the world (Hinchcliffe and
Whatmore 2006; Gibson-Graham 2011). Michele Lobo uses public spaces of Darwin,
Australia as an entry point to show how multisensory performative events provide the
possibility for asylum seekers and Aboriginals, bodies of colour who are the most
marginalised and vulnerable in Australian society to be, become and belong. Such
exploratory place-based research that focuses on racialised bodies offers insights into
developing a feminist research agenda on belonging that is underpinned by an
inclusionary politics and an ethics of interdependence and connection in a more-than-
human world (Anderson and Taylor 2005; Gibson-Graham 2011).
Conclusion
The contributions to this Special Section show that place produced through creative
or transformative grounded practices is central to belonging. The collection situates
belonging within contemporary research but highlights the voices of women of
Indian heritage in western societies. All the contributors are positioned differently in
white majority societies and the outcome is that they engage with the theme of
belonging in different ways. Shweta Majumdar Adur and Bandana Purkayastha raise
questions about belonging among marginalised members of the Indian community
in USA and urge us to think more deeply about questions of intra-ethnic othering in
everyday life. They also draw attention to temporary migrants, such as guest workers,
to underline that changing laws and policies by nationstates hamper belonging for
those who contribute their labour, arguing that this dimension needs more
exploration. Elizabeth Chacko, Jayani Bonnerjee and Michele Lobo use the city as
an entry point to explore belonging. Elizabeth Chacko’s paper shows that the staging
of the annual La Fiesta festival in Washington DC, is a cultural rite and a public
forum that showcases Latino culture and produces a cohesive community that is
better positioned to assert political rights in ways that have outcomes for laws and
policies that can reflect the cultural diversity of the city. However, Elizabeth Chacko
urges us to think about why it is easier to get access to celebrating culture at an iconic
site such as the National Mall rather than the barrio, a place with strong emotional
attachments among the Latino population. Jayani Bonnerjee focuses on productive
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nostalgia for the cosmopolitan Calcutta life among the Anglo-Indian community in
Toronto that frames everyday encounters and belonging. Her paper stimulates us to
think about the nexus of visibility and belonging in different socio-spatial contexts.
Michele Lobo’s paper focuses on the affective nature of everyday encounters in
Darwin and suggests that while nation-states engage in discriminatory practices,
racialised bodies such as asylum seekers and socioeconomically disadvantaged
Aboriginal bodies experience belonging through inhabiting a more-than-human
world. Perhaps as migrant women we need to engage in habits of generosity and
acknowledge how our lives are entangled with Aboriginal/First Nations people if we
are to truly unsettle rather than reproduce whiteness.
We started this introduction with a few lines from a verse written by the poet
Tagore (1912: 48) that refer to a place called home. In this verse, Tagore goes on to
describe the ‘lonely lanes’ that lead to the river. He urges us to listen to the ‘eager air’,
the ‘wind that is up’ and the ‘music of the water’ as we go about everyday life. Perhaps
such immersion and listening to the world provides the potential for us to belong
differently. Belonging is not about possession but about ethical engagement that
supports openness to supporting life. This is life that is a positive force that ‘runs
through individual bodies, collective populations and more-than human worlds’
(Anderson 2012: 28). All the papers in this Special Section show support for such
a life.
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